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The 1948, Arkansas School District Reorganization Act was passed in an effort 
to reduce the 1589 small school districts to a smaller number. Those districts not 
consolidated would form county districts. As of the 1967-68 school year, Zb of these 
county districts remained. The purpose of this study was to provide information 
drawing attention to the situation existing in these districts. In an evfort to initiate 
improvement of schools in these areas, the study examined the districts in terms of 
rurality, settlement patterns, spatial accessibility, financial resources and 
expenditures, quality of school operation, and school performance in terms of the 
extent to which school -age population enroll in and continue through high school. 
Comparisons were drawn between the county districts and existing independent 
school districts within the same county. Since the county districts were small, many of 
the problems encountered were similar to those experienced by small independent 
school districts. It was concluded that although consolidation of county with 
independent districts would not solve all problems of county districts, advantages of 
student and community participation would outweigh the disadvantages. (DK) 
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Analysis of County School Districts 

In Arkansas 



By KAROL B. BUDD and J. L. CHARLTON 
Department of Agricultural Economics and Rural Sociology 



In the general election of 1948 the School District Reorganiza- 
tion Act 1 passed by the voters of Arkansas required that in each 
county all school districts with less than 350 persons of ages 6 to 
17 as of March 1, 1949, be combined to form a new school district. 
The new district, known as the “county” district, would be a 
single unit administered by the county school supervisor and an 
elective school board. 



By the March deadline the number of districts in the state 
was reduced from 1,589 to 423. Many small districts became part 
of larger districts each having an administrative principal or 
superintendent. However, in 42 counties there remained one or 
more small districts that did not have 350 enumerates and had not 
consolidated before the deadline. Thus, the county districts were 

formed. 



In formulating the School Reorganization Act the state leader- 
ship appears to have regarded the county school district as a tem- 
porary arrangement. The County Board of Education was author- 
ized and directed with the consent of the board of the receiving 
district to annex all or portions of the county district created by 
the Act. During the 17 years from 1949 to 1965 the nu ^® r 
county districts was reduced from 42 to 32, and some of the 3 
districts were reduced in size by fragments being consolidated 
with independent districts (Figure l). 2 By the 1967-68 school year 
the number was reduced to 26. However, most of the county dis- 
tricts remain essentially in the residual status of 1949, and the 
special problem in organization that the county district represents 
apparently has caused little public concern. 



i ••Initiated Act I of 1948 .School District School Laws of 

Arkansas, State Dept. Educ., Little Rock, Ark., pp. 112-114, 1962. 

.The independent districts 

principal in addition to the local school board ana _ nner ^he county-wide board, 

SS*. a tSJrt of d th??S schoof district. The Inde pen dent' districts remained self- 
governing after the School Reorganization Act was passed. 
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Figure 1. County School Districts, Arkansas, 1964 

The general problem of the county school district is the dif- 
ference between the increasing need for educational services and 
the training that can be supplied under existing spatial, resource, 
and institutional circumstances. In addition to usual diffi culties 
of small districts, the county district tends to be peripheral to 
community trade areas and to be comprised of more than one 
fragmentary area.* A majority of the county districts must acquire 
all or a part of high school services from other districts. High 
school attendance, therefore, requires special provision for trans- 
portation and an annual agreement with one or more independent 
districts in respect to acceptance and charges for high school en- 
rollment. 

The process of adjustment and improvement of these districts 
may be difficult for they are confronted with economic and psy- 
chological barriers in both areas that need improvement and areas 



* Fragmentary areas refer to areas within county districts which are separated 
from one another by independent districts. The parts of the county district that fall 
in different local community trade areas also are referred to as fragmentary areas. 
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that can offer assistance. Wealthy districts have little desire to 
annex the poorer districts because costs might increase beyond the 
tax revenues acquired from the annexed areas. Some county dis- 
tricts may resist annexation because they have a lower tax rate 
for schools than the independent districts with which they would 
be combined. Also, strong sentiment is attached to the local dis- 
trict and the people may feel that once the district is dissolved 
they would lose their identity as a local group. 

This study develops information that could contribute to 
knowledge of the unique organizational structure and distinctive 
problems of the county school district. Because the county district 
is small, analysis of some aspects of the problem has application 
to small independent districts throughout the state. Dissemination 
of the information should draw attention to the school situation 
and possibly lead to action by the school leadership and public to 
improve the schools for these areas. 

Objectives of the Study 



The primary objectives of the study were to provide a de- 
scription of the general characteristics of the county districts and 
the relationship of some spatial and socioeconomic factors with 
school operation. Specifically the main characteristics studied 
were: (1) rurality, settlement patterns, and spatial accessibility, 
(2) financial resources and expenditures, (3) quality of school 
operation, and (4) school performance in terms of the extent to 
which the school-age population enrolls in and continues through 
high school. 

The scatter of population is related in the study to transporta- 
tion problems, size of school, and the spread of teacher efforts 
among classes and grades. Population distribution and the finan- 
cial base are related in the analysis to costs of school operation 
and to the indicators of school adequacy. Finally, the quality of 
school operation and antecedent factors are studied in their rela- 
tion to enrollment and pupil continuation in high school. 

Procedure and Methodology 

An early essential step was obtaining maps of the school dis- 
tricts in the 32 counties with a county school district in 1965. The 
bounty supervisor was furnished an Arkansas Highway Commis- 
sion map on which he transposed the district lines, and indicated 
the location and identification of school buildings. From the base 
map and school data, information was obtained on road types and 
distances, location of trade or community centers,- and Spatial ac- 



6 



ARKANSAS EXPERIMENT STATION, BULLETIN 731 



cessibility. The symbols on the commission base maps showing the 
location of residences were further aids in studying population 
distribution. 

For the preliminary investigation of the problem of school 
f'^ganization, data for the school year 1958-59 were used. The data 
were obtained from the State Department of Education’s report to 
tiie legislature and the Arkansas Loucational Directory. Also help- 
ful were work sheets and a copy of a school report prepared by R. 
M. Roelfs. 4 Roelfs’ data provided information that was studied and 
compared with that derived from the state reports. The work 
sheets and the Arkansas Educational Directory also were used in 
the analysis of teacher tenure and the high school accreditation 
ratings. 

The State Department of Education’s files contained most of 
the information that could be obtained from the office of the 
county school supervisor, and therefore data were transcribed from 
the records in the state office to save time and travel. 

The annual reports of the county supervisors in the state of- 
fice were used to provide the enrollment by grade, residence, and 
the transportation status of pupils. The county reports also sup- 
plied information on school operation and finances, number and 
type of teachers, transportation costs, and number of pupils trans- 
ported. 

The data for the independent districts in the counties having 
a county school district were compared to data for all such districts 
in the state to test whether the 32 counties containing a county 
school district are typical of the state. In Table 2 it is seen that all 
values or measures employed were quite similar except that the 
location of several large cities in counties not having a county dis- 
trict resulted in a large number of school-age persons in indepen- 
dent districts in such counties. 

Next, the county districts were compared with the indepen- 
dent districts in the same counties. The facts that the independent 
districts of the 32 counties are similar generally to those of the 
state, and the county districts characteristically differ from them 
would point to other factors than the socioeconomic status of the 
county as determining the general position of the county districts 
as a group. Also, variation among county districts was compared to 
variation among independent districts in the 32 counties. The study 
of independent districts also is important because they represent 
the areas to which the county districts would be attached in any 
reorganization. 

4 Roelfs, R. M., "An Analysis of Arkansas Softool Districts, 1958-60,” Univ, of Ark., 
Fayetteville, Ark., 1962. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF 
COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICTS 

This descriptive study of the county school districts considers 
ecological aspects, district organization, financial basis of school 
operation, and school quality and enrollment. Also, the county dis- 
tricts are compared to the independent districts to determine the 
relative position of the county districts. 

Ecological Aspects of County Districts 

The ecological nature of the county district is best understood 
in light of the districts’ origin. The county districts were establi- 
shed as the combination in a county of any districts that had fewer 
than 350 persons of school age when the school district reorganiza- 
tion act became effective on March 1, 1949. They included small 
districts that did not consolidate with other districts due to lack 
of volition on their part or opposition to acceptance on the part of 
the larger districts. The residual nature of the county district is 
apparent at present. 

The county district tends to be peripheral to community trade 
areas. None contained a trade center that offers all of the services 
frequently used.* Only three county districts contained a center 
with a population of more than 200; the largest of these centers 
had 460 people in 1960. Two-thirds of the county districts had no 
clustering of population sufficiently large to be reported (Table 



Table 1. Population Concentration in County and Independent Districts, 

1960 



Size of center 1 


County districts 


Independent districts 3 


Number 


Percent 


Number 


Percent 


5,000 and over 


0 


0 


14 


10.0 


2,500 to 4,999 


0 


0 


14 


10.0 


1,000 to 2,499 


0 


0 


13 


9.3 


500 to 999 


0 


0 


32 


22.9 


250 to 499 


2 


6.2 


16 


11.4 


100 to 249 


7 


21.9 


17 


12.1 


Less than 100 


2 


6.3 


2 


1.4 


No population center 


21 


65.6 


32 


22.9 


All districts 


32 


100.0 


140 


100.0 



1 A district with more than one place is classified by the larger village or city. 
Two county districts and 19 independent districts had two places each; two independent 
districts had three places each. 

“These are independent districts in the 32 counties in which a county district was 
located. 



• The community trade center is a place that provides the usual trade and other 
services used by the people in the center and in the tributary open country. 
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i). The villages present were sub- or satellite centers of larger 
villages, towns, or cities of the independent districts. Yet more 
than half of the independent districts in the same counties con- 
tained what may be considered community centers ranging in 
population from 500 to thousands. 8 

The county district tends to be fragmentary in area and in its 
relation to a community. Nine of the county districts were com- 
prised of from 2 to 7 noncontiguous areas and 18 had parts falling 
into from 2 to 9 community trade areas. Nine of these 18 had both 
types of fragmentation. The remaining 14, the smaller county dis- 
tricts, comprised of one contiguous area falling in a single com- 
munity trade area, may be considered to be fragments because of 
smallness. 

Altogether this means that the county district tends to be 
extremely rural, relatively isolated, and rather extraneous to the 
organization of the community. The lack of population concentra- 
tion is related to the low taxable wealth, dependence on state 
school revenues, high costs and extensive use of school transporta- 
tion, and the fact that only one-third have a high school serving all 
of the district area. 



Area of District 



The mean of the area of the county districts was 41 square 
miles less than that of the independent districts (Table 2) The 
county districts ranged in area from 4 to 384 square miles, with 18 
having less than 75 square miles. Sixty-two percent of the county 
districts covered an area of less than 100 square miles compared 
to 32 percent of the independent districts. When the county and 
independent districts were arrayed and grouped by size, the coun- 
ty districts were shown to have a much smaller area within each 
decile than the independent districts. The three large county dis- 
tricts in the tenth decile averaged only 6 square miles less than 
the 14 independent districts in the same decile (Table 3). 

School-Age Population 



During 1964-65 the county district had approximately one- 
fifth the school-age population’ of the average for the independent 
districts, 237 persons compared to 1,156. Seventeen of the 32 coun- 
ty districts had less than 200 enumerates, compared to 2 of the 141 
independent districts. In only six of the county districts did the 



* 25 ® P f . the similarity of the independent districts of the 32 counties and 
w{n E< Vp.?»r t !lni^ t + te +»? ene ? ai lu’ im reafter, unless otherwise stated, indenendent districts 
will refer only to those in the 32 counties which contained a county district. 

district ? 1001 «"“ riieTati0, ? ; 1 ;^ ers : ages 6 to 17 years of persons residing in the 



